Behavioral and endocrine response to cholecystokinin tetrapeptide in patients with posttraumatic stress disorder.
Given the relationship between posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and panic, it was of interest to examine whether panic provoking agents affect PTSD symptoms. We therefore investigated the behavioral and endocrine response of PTSD patients to the panicogen cholecystokinin tetrapeptide (CCK-4). Eight patients with PTSD (DSM-IV) received 50 micrograms CCK-4 intravenously in a placebo-controlled, double-blind balanced design. Provocation of panic, anxiety, and flashbacks was assessed. Plasma adrenocorticotropin (ACTH) and cortisol levels after CCK-4 were measured and compared to healthy subjects matched for age, gender, and provoked symptoms. Despite significant effects of CCK-4 on anxiety and panic symptoms, no significant provocation of flashbacks emerged. CCK-4-induced panic symptoms showed an inverse correlation to trait dissociation. The ACTH response after CCK-4 was significantly lower in PTSD patients than in controls. Cortisol was similarly increased in both groups after CCK-4, but PTSD patients showed a more rapid decrease of stimulated cortisol concentrations. Panic symptoms or heightened anxiety are not necessarily conditioned stimuli for the provocation of posttraumatic flashbacks. Further studies in PTSD with different panicogens should be controlled for the potential interference of trait dissociation. Our hormone data show further evidence for a corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) overdrive and enhanced negative glucocorticoid feedback in PTSD patients.